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ABSTRACT 
This study investigated the preference of master’s level library science graduate students 
for required textbooks in print or unlimited-use ebook format in the context of alternate 
educational materials provided by the university library. Surveys with both fixed-response and 
open-ended questions were completed as a class exercise by 151 students enrolled in four 
sections of a collection management class and four sections of a research methods class. Results 
show a strong preference for print but indicate that cost to students influences etextbook use.   
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GRADUATE STUDENTS USE AND ACCEPTANCE OF EBOOKS 
Although there is a modestly robust body of research in the broad area of the use or 
acceptance of ebooks, there is very little research on graduate students’ use or acceptance of 
ebooks in general or of etextbooks specifically. Despite the obvious connections between 
professional librarians and ebooks, there also seems to be no research about Library and 
Information Science (LIS) graduate students’ use or acceptance of ebooks or of etextbooks.  
Mercieca’s (2004) study of graduate students’ acceptance of etextbooks is one of the 
earliest in this specific area. Nelson and Webb (2007) studied undergraduates’ use of etextbooks 
in 2007 using Davis’s technology acceptance model (TAM). Wu and Chen (2011) researched 
differences in graduate students’ preference for and frequency of use of ebooks across 
disciplines. Shin’s (2014) research included both undergraduates and graduates with the specific 
purpose of increasing ebook usage. Smith, Rodriguez, Miller, & Xu’s (2019) study examined 
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undergraduate students’ preferences for etextbooks, also for the purpose of increasing library 
etextbook use, using UTAUT.  
There are clear reasons why the more recent work in this area is the most important to the 
current study. In 2004 ebook readers still needed refinements of screen technology that would 
make them easy to read. Mercieca (2004) also reminds us that, at the time, ebooks being 
published tended to be publications prepared for print production and reading and that have been 
digitized rather than prepared for electronic production. By 2011 when Wu and Chen’s study 
was published, we were reading on our phones, something we could not do in 2004 when 
Mercieca did his work. Even since 2014 there have been significant advances in ebook 
technology in terms of improved screen readability, less eye strain, improved navigation and 
search functionality, the use of electronic media to enhance the content. Thus, Yoo and Roh’s 
(2019) and Smith et al.’s (2019) studies of etextbooks are the most important to the current 
study, even though their study included few and no graduate students respectively.  
 
Advantages and Disadvantages of Etextbooks 
The advantages and disadvantages of etextbooks reported by participants in previous 
existing studies of etextbook adoption and use among graduate students are not surprising and fit 
with these authors’ experience and anecdotal evidence gained from both the practice of 
librarianship and teaching in LIS programs. The advantages of using etextbooks in the literature 
are: the ability to use text-to-speech functionality built in to ebook platforms and readers, they 
provide personalizing functions, and promote active learning (Shin, 2014); convenience of 
access, easy to save, duplicate, and print, environmentally friendly, permit simultaneous use, 
convenience of bibliographic management (Wu & Chen, 2011); electronic media can enhance 
content and provide enhancements to navigation through linking (Mercuria, 2004); they are key 
word searchable (Shin, 2014; Wu & Chen, 2011). 
The disadvantages of ebooks in the literature include: inability to annotate, inability to 
download for offline reading, difficulty in finding on library website, may require software 
installation (Wu & Chen, 2011); high cost of ebook purchase (Mercierca, 2004); limited 
selection of ebooks, limitations to reader privacy, poorly designed user interfaces, high cost of 
ebook readers (Shin, 2014); as well as potential discomfort when reading e.g. eyestrain (Shin, 
2014; Wu & Chen, 2011). Several of the disadvantages of ebooks, particularly those from the 
earlier studies, are no longer disadvantages or as disadvantageous today as they were when the 
study was published. 
Preference for Print 
The preference for print over electronic textbooks is something that has not changed in 
the past two decades despite improvements in the ebook technology. In Mercieca’s (2004) study, 
the graduate students used and compared several formats of etextbooks one of which was PDF. 
All the students in this study printed the PDF to read because they perceived it as easier, more 
portable, and more annotatable. In the same study two key criteria students mentioned that would 
persuade them to use an etextbook were saving money and the use of electronic media to 
enhance the content. “All members of the focus group indicated that they would purchase the 
printed textbook. Issues related to portability, ownership and interaction with the text (i.e. 
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underlining and annotating the text) were offered as reasons for the preference of the printed 
textbook” (Mercieca, 2004, sec. “Format vs. Content”). 
Students in Nelson and Webb’s (2007) study reported that printed textbooks were both 
easier to understand. Almost all students in Wu and Chen’s (2011) study indicated they wanted 
access to both print and electronic versions of textbooks. But librarians tend to favor only a 
single format rather than duplicating resources in print and electronic (Wu & Chen, 2011). 
Students in this study also favored increasing ebook collections in libraries, monographs as well 
as. In Shin’s (2014) study 47.5% of graduate student preferred print. 
Models of Ebook Adoption 
Nelson and Webb (2007), Smith et al. (2019), and Yoo and Roh (2019) made use of 
theoretical models to frame their research. Nelson and Web used the technology adoption model 
(TAM) and Yoo and Roh (2019) and Smith at al. (2019) used the unified theory of acceptance 
and use of technology (UTAUT). TAM is a predecessor of and is incorporated into UTAUT. 
Both theories use statistical modeling to identify predictors of ebook use. Both focus on the 
concepts of perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness, and intention to use ebooks. 
Beliefs are key perceptions formed by a user when considering use of a new technology 
that are formed based on external and internal forces at the (1) individual level based on 
experience and (2) the social level based on culture, organizational policies, and group norms 
(Christensen, 2013). Perceived usefulness is one of two key user beliefs about a technology, it is 
“the degree to which a person believes that using a particular system would enhance his or her 
job performance” (Davis, 1989, p. 320). Perceived ease-of-use is the other key user belief about 
a technology, it is “ the degree to which a person believes that using a particular system would be 
free from physical and mental effort” (Davis, 1989, p. 320).  
The TAM model predicts that the user’s intention to use a technology is a strong 
determinant predictor of actual use (Christensen, 2013). In particular, ease of finding and ease of 
understanding are significant predictors of ease of use (Nelson & Webb, 2007) and perceived 
ease of use “with regard to digital textbooks has positive impacts on users’ intention to adopt 
them” (Yoo & Roh, 2019, p. 137). The UTAUT model is similar to the TAM but incorporates 
additional predictors of preference for and attitude toward ebooks including social influence, 
which Smith et al. (2019) found to be significant predictors. 
In Nelson and Webb’s (2007) study perceptions of usefulness accounted for 23% of this 
variable, thus there are likely to be other influential variables that significantly predict ebook 
recommendations including, the authors surmise based on qualitative data from the survey, 
interactions with content like quizzes, flash cards, and online activities recommendation (Nelson 
& Webb, 2007). They also suggested that instructors might influence ease of use. “While 
separate ANOVA analysis indicated significant differences between the four instructors 
regarding ease of use, ease of finding, ease of understanding, and usefulness, moderated 
regression analysis did not show any significant instructor effects” (sec. Discussion and 
Implications). 
Yoo and Roh (2019) found that while neither age nor gender significantly influenced 
perceived usefulness or perceived ease of use, prior experience with etextbooks was found to 
influence the intention to use etextbooks). Wu and Chen’s (2011) results suggest that reading 
behavior differed among students based on the format of the textbook. With ebooks students did 
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more skimming around, e.g. keyword searching and reading of text surrounding the key word 
rather than reading linearly from start to finish (Wu & Chen, 2011). 
METHOD 
Data collection took place in two different required courses in the professional librarian 
preparation program of a comprehensive regional university located in the American Midwest. 
This program employs a cohort model in eight regional locations in the western US and each 
required course is taught using a hybrid instructional model with 20 hours of instruction 
presented in face-to-face weekend intensives and the remaining instruction delivered online 
using the Canvas content management system. Cohorts in different locations start in either fall or 
spring semesters, so in any one semester there may be four or more sections of a course in 
different locations. 
All the participants in the survey were in their second and final year of the master’s 
degree program and were judged to be technologically competent, based on completion of a 
required technology preparation course during their first semester, and by the fact that 
technology was infused throughout the curriculum. All enrolled students in the class completed 
the survey with only a single instance of the final fixed-response item being missed. No 
demographic data was gathered on the study participants in either semester. 
The survey was administered on the Survey Monkey platform, using a subscription 
account with advanced features, and consisted of both fixed-response and open-ended questions.  
It was administered and then discussed as part of the learning activities in each course.  
The first data collection (Fall 2019 ) took place in a collection development and 
management course. All four sections of the course were taught by the researchers and the 
survey was conducted as an activity during the second face-to-face weekend, which occurred 
toward the end of the semester. This course was selected because the principal required textbook 
had been purchased in ebook format in response to faculty request. It was made available as an 
unlimited-use ebook (with printing and download limits) through the university library’s web 
portal. In the previous spring semester the library had begun an experimental program of 
purchasing unlimited-use ebooks as part of the university’s commitment to open and alternative 
access materials, with the library science program serving as a test case because of the widely 
distributed nature of its student body. The second required textbook was not available as an 
ebook from the library but was available through the library in print. 
At the start of the semester, this second textbook was not available as an ebook at all, but 
soon thereafter became available as a single-use ebook. The researchers were not aware of this 
until during the data collection. For the spring 2020 data collection an additional question was 
created to investigate how students accessed the second textbook. 
Data collection took place as an in-class activity, where the students were made aware of 
the purpose of investigation. Students (N=81 [19, 24, 24, 14]) accessed the online survey and 
were given 30 minutes to complete it. At the end of the data gathering, the class results were 
displayed and formed the basis of discussion on preferences for ebooks as textbooks. Sections 
with later meetings were able to see their own class results and the summary results to that point. 
Students were also encouraged to offer suggestions for improving the survey, although the 
survey remained constant through all four administrations. 
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In spring 2020, with collaboration from another faculty colleague, four more sections 
from a course in research methods took the survey. These classes were from different cohorts, so 
none of these students had participated in the fall data collection. Again, the principal textbook 
had been purchased as an unlimited-use ebook, available through the university library. The 
second required textbook was available through the library electronically with a three-user 
license, and the course instructors agreed not to request the library purchase this, because of 
potential problems with availability with four classes trying to access this at the same time. 
However, because this book was available to students as an ebook, an additional fixed-response 
question was added to the survey to discover how students chose to access that particular text.  
The administration of the survey during the spring semester was slightly different, as the 
second intensive weekends were conducted in real time but virtually because of the Covid-19 
pandemic. Students (N=70 [24, 16, 18, 12]) were asked to complete the survey prior to the 
abbreviated synchronous online weekend intensives. Students were still able to see their own 
class results as well as summary data of previous survey participants. Again, students were 
invited to suggest improvements to the instrument, although the questions remained the same as 
the fall administration except for the added fixed-response question previously mentioned. 
Data were downloaded from the Survey Monkey website and the fixed-response question 
data collated in an Excel spreadsheet for analysis. Only the fixed-response data analysis results 
are reported here. The fixed-response question data were analyzed in individual cohort classes, 
by each course (Collection Development and Research Methods) and as a whole. 
RESULTS 
The first question asked how many students used only the unlimited-use ebook, how 
many used only a printed version, and how many used both. Overall 48% of respondents 
reported using only the ebook (fall 42 % / spring 54%), 36% used only the print book (fall 36 % / 
spring 36%) and 17% used both the ebook and the print version (fall 22 % / spring 10%). Sixty 
five percent of students used the ebook either exclusively or in conjunction with a printed text 
(fall 64 % / spring 64%). 
Question two asked how those who used a print version obtain the print copy. More than 
half the students used the print version exclusively or in conjunction with the ebook (54% - fall 
58 % / spring 49%). Of those who used the print book, 62% (fall 57% / spring 68%) purchased a 
copy either new or used, 12% (fall 19% / spring 3%) borrowed a copy from a library, 1% (fall 
0% / spring 3%) borrowed a copy from another student or elsewhere, and 25% (fall 23% / spring 
26%) reported renting a copy from a university bookstore or online source.  
The third question asked students to declare a format preference. The ebook format was 
preferred by 24% of students overall (fall 20% / spring 29%), print was preferred overall by 46% 
of students (fall 46% / spring 47%) and 30% of overall students expressed no strong format 
preference (fall 35% / spring 24%). 
Question four asked about the role played by the cost of the textbook in the decision to 
use or not use the ebook. Approximately one quarter of the students (26% - fall 26 % / spring 
26%) reported that cost was not a factor in their decision as they were comfortable with ebooks. 
A larger group (34% - fall 32 % / spring 37%) indicated that cost was a deciding issue and that 
they would have preferred a print copy but used the ebook because it was available. The largest 
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group (40% - fall 42 % / spring 37%) said that cost was a concern but that their preference for 
print led them to obtain a print copy. 
The fifth question sought to discover how students accessed the ebook and multiple 
answers were permitted. Of the 67% who accessed the ebook (fall 68 % / spring 66%), the 
largest number (87% - fall 84 % / spring 91%) used a laptop computer. A desktop computer was 
the next most used method (41% - fall 36 % / spring 46%), with phones and tablet computers 
showing similar usage: phone – 28% (fall 31 % / spring 24%); tablet – 27% (fall 33 % / spring 
20%). Other devices accounted for 2% of ebook access (fall 4 % / spring 0%). 
In the spring administration a sixth closed-choice question was added to discover how the 
students accessed the second required textbook that was not provided as an ebook by the 
university library. The majority of students (61%) purchased the book, 13% rented a print copy, 
10% purchased their own ebook version, 6% reported renting an ebook version, 4% borrowed a 
copy from a library, 1% borrowed a print copy from another student, and 4% reported obtaining 
a copy by some other means. One student did not respond to the question. 
DISCUSSION 
The findings of this study match those of earlier studies, but also reveal new insights. The 
preference for print discovered (46%) aligns with the findings of Shin (2014). This may suggest 
this is a consistent preference or may be attributable to the more homogeneous nature of this 
particular graduate student population who, as librarians, may be more inclined to prefer print. 
The role of cost to students in ebook usage is important, with 34% reporting they used the 
ebook to save money, despite their preference for print. This aligns with Mercieca’s (2004) 
results where graduate student respondents reported that despite a preference for print, they 
would choose to purchase the ebook if its cost were one third of the cost of the print. Also, the 
number of students who used both formats (17%) suggest they may use different formats for 
different purposes or in different situations. 
Although 29% of the spring respondents favored ebooks, only 16% chose to access the 
second textbook this way by purchase or rental. A restriction to the Kindle format may offer 
some explanation and indicate that ebook format as well as price may influence usage. 
The usage question shows that students employ a variety of devices for reading with 
static devices (desktop computers) employed by fewer than half the users. One suggestion from 
the respondents was to include an indication of time spent on each type of device to allow a 
better understanding of how ebooks are being used as textbooks. More investigation is needed to 
probe the mobile nature of learning and the way ebooks promote or influence this. 
CONCLUSION 
 The intent of this study was to assess graduate students’ preference for and usage of 
ebooks provided in the context of a university commitment to open and alternate educational 
resources. Broad analysis of fixed-response data suggest that print preference remains but that 
cost may override format preference for some. Analysis of the open-ended questions may shed 
more light on graduate student usage of etextbooks. A report on this is forthcoming. 
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